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Some Notes on Testing the Existence of ‘Strong Readings’ 
 
In Assignment 1, you were asked to show whether sentence (1a) allows the bound reading in 
(1b). Note here that (1a) clearly, uncontroversially has the bound reading in (1c). 
 
(1) The Interactions Between Binding and Scope 
 
 a. The Sentence:  Every girl hates some boy who loves her. 
 

b. Putative Reading: There is some y such that y is a boy, and for all x, if x is a  
girl, then x hates y and y loves x. 

 
 c. Salient Bound Reading: 

For all x, if x is a girl, then there is some y such that y is a boy and y loves x and x 
hates y.    

 
Importantly, because of the existence of reading (1c), showing that (1b) is not a reading of (1a) 
presents something of a challenge. To see why, consider the following ‘gold standard’ for 
showing that a putative set of truth conditions TC is not a reading of a sentence S. 
 
(2) Gold Standard Argument 

We can definitively say that a putative set of truth conditions TC is not a reading for a 
sentence S if there is a scenario X where TC holds, but where S is unequivocally false.   
• After all… if TC were a possible reading of S, then since TC holds in scenario X, S 

should have an interpretation where it is true in X. 
 
To apply our ‘gold standard’ argument in (2) to the case of (1b), we would need to find a 
scenario X where the truth-conditions in (1b) hold, but where sentence (1a) is felt to by speakers 
to be unequivocally false. 
 
(3) The Problem 

Because of the weaker reading (1c), there is no situation X where (1b) holds but where 
sentence (1a) is felt to be unequivocally false. 

 
• Because (1c) is weaker than (1b), whenever (1b) holds of a scenario, (1c) will hold of 

that scenario too. 
 

Illustration: 
o Suppose that the truth-conditions in (1b) hold. 
o Well, then there is some boy – call him ‘Bill’ – and every girl hates Bill and 

Bill loves every girl.  
o Well, since every girl hates Bill and Bill loves every girl…  
o Then the truth-conditions in (1c) hold. 

  
• Moreover, since (1c) definitely is a reading of sentence (1a), it follows that any 

scenario where (1b) holds will necessarily be a scenario where (1a) is felt to be true. 
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(4) Key Question 

So, if we can’t apply our ‘Gold Standard Argument’ in (2) against (1b)… 
How else could we show that (1b) isn’t a reading of (1a)? 

(5) Answer 
• There are (at least) two general approaches you can take. 
• To illustrate them, let’s use a somewhat simpler – but logically parallel – case. 

 
 
(6) A Simpler Example of the Same Problem 
 

Sentence (6a) is predicted by our theory to have both the readings in (6b) and (6c). Again, 
however, the truth-conditions in (6c) are weaker than those in (6b). So, how do we show 
that (6b) really is a distinct reading of (6a)? 

 
 a. Sentence: Every girl hates some boy.  
 
 b. Inverse Scope Reading: 

There is a y such that y is a boy and for all x, if x is a girl, then x hates y. 
 
 c. Surface Scope Reading: 
  For all x, if x is a girl, then there is a y such that y is a boy and x hates y.  
 
(7) The First Technique: Embed Under Negation 
 
 a. The Key Observation:  

Notice that – since (6b) is stronger than (6c) – there are scenarios where (6c) 
holds but where (6b) does not hold.  

  
  Illustration: Mary hates Bill. Sue hates Tom. Jen hates Frank.  
 

b. The Key Reasoning Building on the Observation: 
 

• Since (6c) holds in scenario (7a) while (6b) doesn’t… 
• Then if (6b) really were a distinct reading of sentence (6a)… 
• There should be a reading of (6a) where it’s false in scenario (7a). 

 
• Also, if (6b) is not really a distinct reading of sentence (6a)… 
• There should not be a reading of (6a) where it’s false in scenario (7a) 
• [Because the truth-conditions in (6c) do hold in (7a)] 

 
• However, it’s generally difficult to judge whether sentences are false in 

particular scenarios… 
• But, we could embed sentence (6a) under ‘it’s not true that’ and ask 

whether that sounds acceptable in scenario (7a) 
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(8) The Crucial Experiment 
 
 a. Question:  
  Can sentence (i) be understood as true in a scenario like (ii)? 
  (i) Sentence: It isn’t true that every girl hates some boy. 
  (ii) Scenario: Mary hates Bill. Sue hates Tom. Jen hates Frank. 
 
 b. Predictions:   
  (i) If (6b) truly is a distinct reading of (6a), then YES. 
  (ii) If (6b) is not a reading of (6a), then NO. 
 
 c. Facts: 

• The judgments are still kind of difficult… 
• However, people do tend to report a ‘YES’ answer to question (8a) 

o (especially if you put special emphasis on ‘some boy’) 
 

d. Result of the Experiment:  
  The inverse scope reading in (6b) is indeed a distinct reading of sentence (6a). 
 
 
 
(9) The Second Technique: Test Ambiguity in Structurally Parallel Sentences 
 

• If we can find clear evidence that inverse scope readings are possible in sentences that 
are structurally parallel to (6a)…  

 
• This provides good indirect support for the claim/prediction such a reading is in 

principle possible (though difficult to detect) in sentence (6a).  
 
(10) The Key Test Sentence 
 

Simply switch the quantificational determiners on the subject and the object in (6a). The 
resulting sentence (10a) will be such that the inverse scope reading is weaker than the 
surface scope reading. 

 
 a. Sentence: A girl hates every boy. 
 
 b. Inverse Scope Reading: 
  For all y if y is a boy, then there is an x such that x is a girl and x hates y 
 

c. Surface Scope Reading: 
  There is an x such that x is a girl and for all y if y is a boy then x hates y 
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(11) The Second Technique: Test Ambiguity in Structurally Parallel Sentences 
 
 a. The Key Observation:  

Notice that – since (10c) is stronger than (10b) – there are scenarios where (10b) 
holds but where (10c) does not hold.  

  
  Illustration: Mary hates Bill. Sue hates Tom. Jen hates Frank.  
 

b. The Key Reasoning Building on the Observation, Part 1 
 

• Since (10b) holds in scenario (11a) while (10c) doesn’t… 
• Then if (10b) really is a distinct reading of sentence (10a)… 
• There should be a reading of (10a) where it’s true in scenario (11a). 

 
• Also, if (10b) is not really a distinct reading of sentence (10a)… 
• There should not be a reading of (10b) where it’s true in scenario (11a) 
• [Because the truth-conditions in (10c) do not hold in (11a)] 

 
c. The Facts: 

It takes some contextual support, but speakers do reliably report that sentence 
(10a) can be understood as true in scenario (11a). 

 
 d. The Key Reasoning, Part 2 
 

• Given the facts in (11c), the reasoning in (11b) entails that the inverse scope 
reading in (10b) is indeed a distinct reading of sentence (10a). 

 
• Therefore, we know that a sentence structure of the form [ NP1 V NP2 ] 

does in principle allow the inverse scope reading derived from the LF 
[NP2 [ 2 [ NP1 V t2 ] ] 

 
• Therefore, it’s reasonable to conclude that the inverse scope reading (6b) 

of the structurally parallel sentence in (6a) is in principle possible (just 
hard to detect) 

 
 
 
So those are two empirical techniques we can use to help determine whether ‘strong readings’ of 
sentences truly exist… 
 

Let’s now try to employ them on sentence (1a). 
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(12) The First Technique: Embed Under Negation 
 
 a. The Key Scenario: 

Since (1b) is stronger than (1c), there are scenarios where (1c) holds but (1b) 
doesn’t, such as the following: 

Bill loves Mary, but Mary hates Bill. Tom loves Sue, Sue hates Tom. 
Frank loves Jen, but Jen hates Frank. 

 
 b. The Crucial Experiment 
  Can the following sentence be understood as true in the scenario in (12a): 
 
  The Sentence:  It isn’t true that every girl hates some boy who loves her. 
 
 c. The Results 

• It does seem hard to understand (12b) as true in (12a)… 
• But that could just be because of the relative cognitive complexity of 

sentence (12b) itself – which contains negation and two quantifiers 
 
 
(13) The Second Technique: Test Ambiguity in Structurally Parallel Sentences 
 
 a. The Key Test Sentence: A girl hates every boy who loves her. 
 
 b. Reading Parallel to (1b) [Wide Scope of Object & Binding of Pronoun]: 

For all y, if y is a boy, then there is some x such that x is a girl and x hates y and y 
loves x. 

 
 c. Reading Parallel to (1c) [Narrow Scope of Object & Binding of Pronoun]: 

There is some x such that x is a girl and for all y, if y is a boy and y loves x, then 
x hates y.  

 
(14) The Crucial Experiment: 
 
 a. A Scenario Where (13b) Holds But (13c) Does Not: 

Bill loves Mary. Tom loves Sue. Frank loves Jen. 
  Mary hates Bill. Sue hates Tom. Jen hates Frank. 
  Tom loves Mary. Frank loves Sue. Bill loves Jen. 
  Mary loves Tom. Sue loves Frank. Jen loves Bill. 
 
 b. The Crucial Experiment: Can (13a) be understood as true in scenario (14a)? 
 
 c. The Results:  

• Sentence (13a) seems unambiguously false in scenario (14a). 
• Therefore (13b) is not a distinct reading of (13a). 
• Therefore, it is unlikely that (1b) is a distinct reading of sentence (1a) 
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(15) One Final Note on Reading (1b) 
 

• The techniques in (7) and (9)-(11) can in principle be applied to any case where a 
sentence is predicted or hypothesized to have two readings, one of which is logically 
stronger than the other.  

 
• For the specific case of (1b), however, there is one other technique that can be used to 

show that it is not a reading of sentence (1a). 
 

• This technique rests upon the following important fact, which will remain 
unexplained in this class. 

 
 
(16) Scope of Indefinites and Cross-Sentential Anaphora 
 

If an indefinite NP takes widest scope in a sentence, then pronouns in subsequent 
sentences can take that indefinite as their antecedent. 

 
 a. Dave didn’t see [some dog]1 . It1 was hiding under the table.  
 
 b. Dave didn’t see [any dog]1 . *It1 was hiding under the table. 
 

• The discourse in (16a) is sensible, where ‘it’ takes ‘some dog’ as its antecedent. 
However, this requires the first sentence in (16a) to get the following reading, where 
‘some dog’ takes widest scope: 

There is some x such that x is a dog and it is not the case that Dave saw x. 
 

• The discourse in (16b) is not sensible; the pronoun ‘it’ cannot take ‘any dog’ as its 
antecedent. The reason is that ‘any dog’ is an NPI and so must scope below negation, 
forcing the first sentence in (16b) to get the following reading, where ‘some dog’ 
takes narrow scope: 

It is not the case that there is some x such that x is a dog and Dave saw x. 
 
 
 
(17) The Cross-Sentential Anaphora Test 
 
 a. The Key Reasoning: 

If (1b) really were a reading of (1a), then it should be possible for the discourse in 
(17b) to make sense under a bound reading of ‘her’.  

 
b. The Discourse:  

[ Every girl ]1 hates [ some boy who loves her1 ]2. He2 was at my house yesterday. 
 
 c. The Result: The discourse in (17b) doesn’t seem that sensible.  
    Thus, again, (1b) is not actually a reading of (1a).  
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(18) Some General Conclusions 
 

Our theory rightly predicts that (1b) is not a possible reading of (1a). As discussed in 
class, this is because our theory makes the more general prediction below. 

 
 a. The Scope / Binding Relationship 

Let DP1 contain a pronoun pro2. In order for another DP2 to bind pro2, it must be 
the case that DP2 scopes above DP1. 

 
This generalization provides us with a technique for ensuring that a given DP1 
scopes below another DP2. 

 
 b. Scope-Trapping (Lebeaux 1995, Fox 2000, et multa alia) 

If you want to enforce a reading where DP2 scopes above DP1, then put a pronoun 
pro2 inside DP1 and restrict your attention to readings where DP2 binds pro2 

 
o Actual examples of this technique are a bit too complicated to introduce 

here in these notes, but it’s important to be generally aware of it 
 
 
 


